Taxol: the first of the taxanes, an important new class of antitumor agents.
The taxanes represent the first class of antimicrotubule agents with a new mechanism of cytotoxic action since the introduction of the vinca alkaloids several decades ago. These compounds may prove to be the "anticancer drugs of the 1990s," just as the anthracyclines and the platinum compounds were the "anticancer drugs" of the 1970s and 1980s. Like the platinums, taxol, the prototypic taxane, has shown significant antineoplastic activity in patients with advanced ovarian cancer, with response rates ranging from 20% to 50%. Moreover, taxol has been shown to be useful in patients with platinum-resistant ovarian cancer. Although phase II screening is not yet complete, the results of phase II studies of taxol in advanced cancers of the ovary, breast (response rates, 56% to 62%), and lung (response rates, 21% to 24%) have rekindled interest in the microtubule as a prime strategic target for cancer therapy. After briefly reviewing the mechanisms of antineoplastic action and resistance and the results of preliminary clinical and pharmacological studies, this review will discuss several critical issues that will be addressed in future clinical trials, developmental directions, and drug supply. Although this review will focus primarily on taxol, the results of preliminary investigations with the semisynthetic taxane analog taxotere will also be discussed.